Quidditas
Volume 28

Article 11

2007

Review Essay: Some Thoughts on the Greater Integration of
Islamic Sources into the Wider Framework of Medieval History
John J. Curry
University of Nevada, Las Vegas

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/rmmra
Part of the Comparative Literature Commons, History Commons, Philosophy Commons, and the
Renaissance Studies Commons

Recommended Citation
Curry, John J. (2007) "Review Essay: Some Thoughts on the Greater Integration of Islamic Sources into
the Wider Framework of Medieval History," Quidditas: Vol. 28 , Article 11.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/rmmra/vol28/iss1/11

This Review is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Quidditas by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please
contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

158

John J. Curry

Books

Review Essay
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into the Wider Framework of Medieval History

John J. Curry
University of Nevada, Las Vegas

Introduction
The study of Islam has been attracting greater interest in recent
years, due to high-profile political and economic events. In
addition, the rise of world history programs has generated a need
for resources by which both students and faculty alike can
strengthen their knowledge in this field. Still, general knowledge
on the field is limited. This disparity has occurred, in part, because
the field of Islamic history, especially in its formative and
medieval periods, has been oriented toward specialists rather than a
general audience. Often, world history sourcebooks are content to
give only short selections from religious sources such as the
Qur’an, the Traditions of the Prophet Muhammad and his
Companions (hadith), and perhaps a scattering of political or
cultural documents. Moreover, these documents frequently lack
adequate contextualization when they are included.
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To give but one example, in a source book1 that I use for
teaching a course entitled “World History from Origins to 1500,”
the section on the Islamic world is comprised of only three
sources: a section of the fourth chapter of the Qur’an, a collection
of Prophetic traditions randomly selected (and thereby doing
violence to the structure of the work as the traditionist envisioned
it) from the compendium of Abu `Abdallah Muhammad b. Isma`il
al-Bukhari (d. 870), and a text on the political role of the `Abbasid
caliph by Abu’l-Hasan al-Mawardi (d. 1057). All are drawn from
translations generated over three decades ago. In particular, the
gloss on the al-Mawardi text neglects to mention that it reflects the
thinking of a Sunni Muslim living under a Shi`ite-leaning political
authority, thereby inadvertently fooling students into thinking that
al-Mawardi’s political thought was actually an institutional
structure that could be implemented!2 While regions like northern
and western Africa or Central Asia may receive tangential
attention via the intermediary of Muslim primary sources (Ibn
Battuta’s cross-cultural journeys throughout the Muslim
communities of the Islamic world and beyond comes to mind)3,
there are often few materials for the non-specialist when
integrating the history of this region into a general curriculum.
New developments have been rapidly emerging in the field
1

Peter N. Stearns et al., Documents in World History Volume 1: The
Great Traditions from Ancient Times to 1500, 4th ed. (New York:
Pearson/Longman, 2006); for the section on medieval Islam, see 189-207.
2

For more on the problems with presenting al-Mawardi and other
Sunni political thinkers, who are often commonly featured in many teaching
texts, see Patricia Crone, God’s Rule: Government and Islam (New York:
Columbia UP, 2004), 219-255.
3

The fourteenth-century traveler Ibn Battuta’s record of multiple
Muslim societies throughout the Islamic world from West Africa to as far as
southeast Asia has been popularized by Ross E. Dunn, The Adventures of Ibn
Battuta: A Muslim Traveler of the 14th Century, rev. ed. (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2004). While an outstanding achievement for the field, it
should be noted that Dunn mostly puts the narrative into his own words, only
periodically citing Ibn Battuta himself.
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of Islamic history that could prove useful in assisting those seeking
resources to complement their current curricular offerings. While
hardly exhaustive, this essay offers a modest contribution aimed at
simplifying the process by which non-specialists can explore key
aspects of Islamic history, and it introduces ways historians can
extend the use of these materials beyond the boundaries of Islamic
studies itself. All are aware that the Crusades are a classic
example of a topic that has long since transcended the boundaries
imposed by area studies; yet even in this field, more recent
developments in the field continue to be underappreciated—and
probably should not. In sum, even tentative steps toward a greater
focus on global developments and their impact on medieval history
in various parts of the world can be as rewarding for the nonspecialist as it is for the Islamic historian.
Thus, the ambition here, succinctly stated, is to open a
dialogue that can transcend the provincial boundaries that too often
constrain scholars into sub-fields of medievalist scholarship. Yet I
am also all too aware of the constraints on time and resources that
challenge the average participant’s capability to engage in this
dialogue. Therefore, I have opted to frame this article in the form
of several sections that outline key resources by which the nonspecialist can efficiently identify several illuminating contexts. In
the first section, I outline some recent publications that offer
provocative interpretations or helpful summaries that allow nonspecialists easier access to the basic historical narratives of the
Islamic medieval period. The following section tackles the
thornier problem of gaining access to primary source materials in
English translation; a task rendered more difficult by an
increasingly outdated set of resources.
Finally, the essay
concludes by demonstrating the potential value of this process by
examining the Crusades through the lens of several recent texts
that examine the history from Muslim perspectives. In so doing,
the non-specialist reader can bring his or her own sense of purpose
and perspective to bear on these issues and, one would hope,
further enlighten the discussions taking place within the smaller,
narrower circles of scholars working in medieval Islamic studies.
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Basic resources for a survey of recent developments in the
field: general overviews
Until recently, either outdated and massive survey tomes or
the dreaded compiling of course packs unifying scattered source
materials was the chore awaiting most teachers of the Islamic
enterprise in its medieval phase. Thankfully, that picture is starting
to improve considerably. The following represents a short list of
recommended introductory works to help the non-specialist
quickly acquire a basic understanding of medieval Islamic history.
It should be noted, unfortunately, that some of these resources
presently are, more expensive than works in other fields of
historical study, in part due to the limited number of works dealing
with the topic (i.e., not as much competition), and in part due to the
smaller number of units sold. However, I would also add that the
prices quoted are generally from publishers’ lists; Internet sites,
like http://www.bookfinder.com, can often enable one to seek out
and find lower prices.
Vernon O. Egger, A History of the Muslim World to 1405: The
Making of a Civilization (Upper Saddle River, NJ:
Pearson/Prentice-Hall, 2004). 352 pages. $59.60.
Non-specialists and undergraduates alike can gain a broad
overview of the state of the field from a recent two-volume
textbook project by Vernon Egger;4 this first volume in particular
covers the period from the origins of Islam up to the end of the
reign of Timur-e Lang (Tamerlane) in 1405. While the
periodization of the work is odd even from the perspective of
Islamic historians (the capture of Constantinople by the Ottoman
4

For our purposes, the critical volume is the first in the series.
However, the newly released second half of the project, The Muslim World
Since 1260: The Making of a Global Community (Upper Saddle River, NJ:
Pearson/Prentice-Hall, 2008), carries the narrative up to the modern period, and
includes sections on the later medieval period in various regions. The section
covering the years 1405-1750, chapters three to seven, are also useful for
concluding the events of the later medieval period.
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Turks in 1453 might have been a more appropriate turning point),
the work nevertheless provides a broad overview of narratives and
topics that have occupied the attention of medieval Islamic
historians to date. It is also cleverly divided into chapters dealing
with what might be called political and dynastic history, and others
that aim to explain religious, social and intellectual history that
operated in a framework independent of politics and dynasties.
This can be helpful for non-specialists, as attempts to present all of
these phenomena together at once can lead to confusion.
It should be noted that the work is not totally free of errors
or missteps. For example, the description of the formative period
of Umayyad caliphate under the second chapter’s heading of “Arab
Imperialism” seems woefully anachronistic and unnecessarily
controversial to various Muslim groups of different nationalities
and ethnic backgrounds, and often sidetracks students from more
important key issues of the medieval period. Yet on the whole the
volume is a useful introduction that far surpasses the magisterial,
but dated studies of earlier times.5
Hugh Kennedy, The Prophet and the Age of the Caliphates, 2nd ed.
(Harlow, UK: Pearson/Longman, 2004). 414 pages.
$41.60.
More detailed analytical narratives for the medieval period
have also appeared in recent years. For the period from 600 to
1050 C.E., this recent updated version of an earlier 1980s general
history by Hugh Kennedy does an excellent job of updating the
outlines of the standard political and narrative history of the
5

For those who wish to examine the earlier foundations of the field,
Marshall G.S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, 3 vols. (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1974) still yields important insights in its first and second
volumes despite having been left partially unfinished at its author’s untimely
death. Another monumental achievement, now in its second edition, is Ira M.
Lapidus, A History of Islamic Societies, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
2002), which covers the full geographical and chronological sweep of the
Islamic world, albeit clocking in at well over 900 pages.
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period. However, on the questions of social and intellectual
history, the work is not as comprehensive as that of Egger; in
addition, a disadvantage of the work is that it concludes its
narrative with the appearance of the Seljuq Turks. Since the
activities of the Seljuq state are viewed by many scholars of this
period as responsible for the consolidation of many of the
subsequent cultural and political legacies of the medieval Islamic
world, this omission can be frustrating. Nevertheless, for details
on the more obscure aspects of the early Islamic period and an
excellent understanding of the Arab tribal and political connections
that wove the politics of the early caliphates together, there is no
better introductory word. Especially useful is the bibliographical
appendix at the back that introduces and briefly describes some of
the various primary and secondary sources for the study of the first
four centuries of Islamic political history and narrative.6
Jonathan Berkey, The Formation of Islam: Religion and Society in
the Near East, 600-1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
2003). 312 pages. $26.99.
Another attempt at a synthesis of medieval Islam is that of
Jonathan Berkey, who approached broad chronological periods of
Islamic history through thematic and analytical chapters. This
work, for some, may provide a nice corrective to the overly
political or chronological narrative histories such as the
aforementioned work by Kennedy. In some of its chapters, it does
examine key periods or elements of Islamic history and frame them
in the context of ideas or developments rather than offering a
strictly chronological or teleological approach to the story. In
addition, the bibliography and footnotes are helpful reference for
further research on given topics. However, a lack of attention to
detail in critical parts of the work—often notable by the short
6

An older work, Stephen Humphreys, Islamic History: A Framework
for Inquiry, rev. ed. (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1991), though now becoming
dated, still acts as a much more in-depth extended bibliographical essay on
various aspects of the medieval Islamic sub-field up to 1500.
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length of some of the chapters dealing with otherwise critical
elements in Islamic historiography—suggests that one of the
aforementioned works also should be consulted. It should also be
noted that as the book’s chronology progresses, the coverage of
issues becomes progressively weaker—events after the rise of the
Mamluk Sultanate of Egypt in the 1200s, are handled in an
increasingly sketchy fashion; the period from 1500 to 1800 is little
more than an epilogue attached to the end of the book.7
Frederick Mathewson Denny, An Introduction to Islam, 3rd ed.
(Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 2006). 432 pages.
$62.20.
A typical challenge for the neophyte is the question of
which introduction to Islam as a religious tradition, as opposed to
just a historical treatment of Islamic civilizations as a whole, is
most useful from a medievalist’s point of view. All overviews of
Islam as a religion require the inclusion of modern issues and
concerns, and Frederick Denny’s third edition of his introduction is
no exception, having updated the original work to include post9/11 commentary. Nevertheless, for important developments
within Islam during its formative and medieval contexts, this work
is unequaled (the first four sections, representing over half of the
text, focus specifically on medieval issues). In addition to sections
on pre-Islamic influences on Islam, the early Islamic community
and the Islamic expansion, and the development of Muslim sources
of religion and doctrine, it is particularly useful for insight on the
phenomenon of Islamic mysticism and mystical movements. This
is a frequently understated element that is central to understanding
much of medieval religious life in the Islamic world. Another
7

These and other faults of the work have been noted in a review of the
work by Khalid Yahya Blankinship, “Book Review: Jonathan P. Berkey. The
Formation of Islam: Religion and Society in the Near East, 600-1800,”
American Historical Review, 109, (June 2004), 1013-14. Muslim reviewers
have also expressed reservations; see, for example, Tahir Uluc, “Book Review:
The Formation of Islam,” Muslim World, 94 (January 2004), 150-55.
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introduction to the religion, found in the better-known writings of
John L. Esposito, also is helpful.8 However, Esposito’s focus
predominantly is on modern manifestations of the faith; while the
medieval periods are thoroughly discussed, Esposito does not
reach the same level of detail as Denny.
Richard W. Bulliet, The Case for Islamo-Christian Civilization
(New York: Columbia UP, 2004). 200 pages. $19.95.
Though not an introductory or overview work in a strict
sense, the non-specialist of the medieval period is well-advised to
take into account this brief but provocative rethinking of the
historical development of Islam and (Latin) Christianity. While
written in part with an eye for recent developments, Bulliet himself
is more noted for his work on medieval Persia and the
development of Islam as an evolving religious tradition in multiple
contexts. In particular, the medievalist community should pay
close attention to the first chapter of this work, from which its title
is drawn. In it, Bulliet argues for a parallel, rather than contrasting,
evolution of the two religious traditions during their formative
periods, which he extends well into the beginning of the second
millennium C.E. Only in subsequent eras that marked the growing
consolidation of their respective traditions and doctrines did the
two traditions begin to diverge in their approach to problems such
as expansion into distant and different cultural frameworks and the
tension between hierarchy and popular forms of religious
expression. The remainder of the book, though frequently bound
up with modern issues, nevertheless can also offer insights on how
to better assess the medieval period; in particular, the fourth
chapter, “The Edge of the Future,” illustrates in brief how evolving
Muslim communities at the geographical or intellectual fringes of
the tradition have frequently played an influential role in creating
the religion’s “center.” This, in turn, is a shorter restatement of an
earlier, influential work by Bulliet on the formation of Islam
8

John L. Esposito, Islam: The Straight Path, rev. 3rd ed. (New York:
Oxford UP, 2005).
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during the medieval period in the context of Persia that is also
worth extended scrutiny.9
Basic resources for a survey of recent developments in the
field: primary source compilations
One of the more difficult aspects of the field of Islamic
history is the need for translated primary sources that are
accessible to students, as opposed to just specialists in the field.
Sadly, this is a deficit that has not yet been rectified for the
medieval period, despite some notable advances for more recent
times. To a great extent, a reliance on anthologies compiled in the
1970s and 1980s is still the norm for actual primary source
readings; many of these are out of print, but can generally be easily
acquired through online used book dealers.
Bernard Lewis, ed. Islam from the Prophet Muhammad to the
Capture of Constantinople, rev. ed., 2 vs. (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1987). v. 1, 266 pages. $29.95
and v. 2, 310 pages. $32.95.
One of the most comprehensive collections of translated
primary source texts for the medieval Islamic world remains that of
Bernard Lewis who, in a two-volume set published in 1974,
translated selections from multiple primary sources dating from the
origins of Islam up through the early Ottoman period. Despite a
notable myopia on certain subjects—the Crusades are nowhere to
be found throughout the two-volume set, for instance, nor is
anything involving Islamic mysticism or Sufism—the work can
still be mined for short snippets of very accessible primary source
texts. Some areas of the Islamic world that are traditionally
neglected in other studies, such as Islamic Spain, receive a good
deal of coverage here. Certain selections, such as extracts from
medieval joke books and humor, are outright invaluable for
injecting some levity into a classroom setting. It should be noted
9

Richard W. Bulliet, Islam: The View from the Edge (New York:
Columbia UP, 1994).
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that the translations body cannot be used uncritically; Lewis’
scholarship has been criticized for overemphasizing the role of
Islam in the thinking of Muslim elites and commoners alike, and
focusing heavily on tensions in Muslim relations with indigenous
non-Muslims within the Islamic world at the expense of the
broader context of the region’s history, all of which may explain
some of the aforementioned myopic characteristics of the
collection.10 However, the continued relevance of this debate does
not invalidate the potential value of the vast majority of the 167
translated excerpts made available here.
William H. McNeill and Marilyn Robinson Waldman, The Islamic
World (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973). 468
pages. $25.00.
A more modest, but sometimes equally invaluable
contribution was this compilation of primary sources that spanned
the entire sweep of Islamic history from the pre-Islamic period up
to the twentieth century. Unfortunately, this overly broad coverage
range limits the value of the work for the medievalist, and only
about two-thirds of the 40 or so translations provided here have
relevance to various aspects of the medieval period. Nevertheless,
the work makes a nice complement to Lewis’ two-volume set by
filling some of the gaps left open in its selection of content (the
Crusades are addressed from a Muslim perspective, for instance),
and includes some highly entertaining segments like the work of
Abu `Ali al-Muhassin al-Tanukhi (d. 994), who recreates colorful
scenes from the life of medieval Baghdad and its inhabitants. The
10

The debate over Orientalism, sparked by the late Palestinian literary
critic and historian Edward Said, was instrumental in reshaping the field of
Middle Eastern studies during the 1980s and beyond. While this debate has not
been as influential in the field of medieval studies, it nevertheless has led to a
more critical inquiry into received wisdom on questions involving medieval
religion and society. See Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Random
House, 1978), 105-07, 315-20 for a critique of Lewis’ scholarship. For a critical
and more recent discussion of both sides of this debate, see Fred Halliday, Islam
and the Myth of Confrontation (London: I. B. Tauris, 2003), 195-217.
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work also has value in re-creating the medieval poetry and culture
of Arabic and Persian-speaking authors such as al-Mutanabbi and
the great mystic Jalal al-Din Rumi, an aspect of medieval culture
which Lewis’ collection neglects. Finally, it should be added that
this text carries the medieval period beyond 1453 to address issues
surrounding the later Ottoman, Safavid and Mughal Empires.
Norman A. Stillman, The Jews of Arab Lands: A History and
Source Book (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society
of America, 1979). 536 pages. $25.95.
Studies of medieval Sephardic Jewish history frequently
intersect in fruitful ways with the study of medieval Islam, and
excellent primary-source examples of this can be found in
Stillman’s work. Stillman was a student of Shlomo Dov Goitein, a
well-known scholar who began the work of sifting through a mass
of documents discovered in a Cairo synagogue in the late
nineteenth century that are written in a mixture of Hebrew and
Arabic (rendered in Hebrew letters). Stillman went on to provide
translated excerpts of various sources, Jewish and Arabic alike,
with a heavy nod to some of the documents recovered from the
Geniza. It should be noted that the collection and its documents
focus heavily on the conflicts that arose between Jewish and
Muslim communities in the medieval period and carry this theme
into modern times in the latter half of the work. Since open
hostilities were not necessarily the normal state of affairs in all
times and places during the medieval period, such sources should
be used critically. Still, they can provide insight on issues like
medieval taxation, trade, and the role non-Muslims could play in
government under various Muslim rulers in a way that the other
source compilations do not. In addition, the selections provide a
valuable window onto social and economic history that is often
lacking in the historical chronicles or religious works that
dominate the medieval Islamic survivals from this period. An
excellent comparative study on the status of medieval Jewish
communities under both Islamic and Christian rule that addresses
some of the pathologies and problems surrounding this subject is
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that of Mark R. Cohen, Under Crescent and Cross: The Jews in the
Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1994). 304 pages. $24.95.
University of Southern California—Muslim Student Association,
Compendium of Muslim Texts. The web site is
http://www.usc.edu/dept/MSA/
One of the thornier problems faced by scholars of the
Islamic medieval period is the question of sifting through the mass
of translations of the Qur’an and the even more formidable edifice
of the Prophetic Traditions (hadith). A good way to avoid some of
these difficulties is to refer to the USC-MSA website.
While the Qur’an exists in multiple translations by both
Muslim and non-Muslim scholars alike, it should be recognized
that all translations of the original Arabic are viewed as inferior by
Muslims. A good way to get students to understand the reason for
this reluctance in accepting translations is to visit the USC-MSA
website, which offers a full translation of the entire text of the
Qur’an from the perspective of three different translators:
Marmaduke Pickthall, Yusuf `Ali and M.H. Shakir. The
differences in rendering and vocabulary can be striking, and gives
the reader a sense of the richness of interpretations that can spring
from the text. In addition, a search engine allows the researcher or
student to search the text for key terms. However, for the reader
uncomfortable with diving straight into the Qur’anic text without
guidance for both its medieval and modern contexts, it is suggested
that they consult the recent Cambridge Companion to the Qur’an,
edited by Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
2006), or the older but still serviceable works by Fazlur Rahman,
Major Themes of the Qur’an, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Bibliotheca
Islamica, 1994), or Toshihiko Izutsu, God and Man in the Koran
(Tokyo: Keio Institute, 1964).
Of even greater value is the collection of the some of the
canonical works of Sunni Prophetic Tradition, or hadith literature
(labeled on the site as “Sunnah”). A full translation of the
compilation of accepted traditions that achieved canonical status in
later eras can be found in the ninth-century works of the Sahih of
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Muhammad b. Isma`il al-Bukhari (d. 870), and the Sahih of
Muslim b. al-Hajjaj (d. 875). The site has also expanded to include
a partial translation of the Sunan of Abu Dawud Sulayman b. alAsh`ath al-Azdi al-Sijistani (d. 889), and more importantly, a full
translation of the early collection of Prophetic Traditions done by
Malik b. Anas (d. 795), one of the founders of the four schools of
Islamic law. While the translations are imperfect by the site
administrators’ own admission, the search engine function and
organization of the Prophetic Traditions into their traditional order
of topics as conceived of by the original Muslim scholars is
invaluable. Many other primary source compilations provide only
a mixture of traditions divorced from their broader context, which
make their use potentially problematic. Once again, the context of
the Prophetic Traditions and their compilation has key elements of
historical context; these might be addressed by consulting the work
of Muhammad Zubayr Siddiqi, Hadith Literature: Its Origin,
Development and Special Features, rev. ed. (Cambridge: Islamic
Texts Society, 1993). The aforementioned introductions to Islam
by Denny and Esposito can also be helpful in this regard.
Norman Calder, Jawid Mojaddedi and Andrew Rippin, Classical
Islam: A Sourcebook of Religious Literature (New York:
Routledge, 2003). 288 pages. $43.95.
Those whose curiosity extends into religious history and
the development of Islamic law, along with the primary sources for
it, may find the recent publication of the late religious studies
scholar Norman Calder’s project by two of his colleagues
interesting. In addition to examining parts of the Qur’an and
Prophetic Tradition, this study also carries its inquiry into other
aspects of Muslim religious scholarship, such as the formation of
Islamic schools of law, the development of Islamic mysticism
(often relegated to the background in many studies), and the
sciences of Qur’anic interpretation (tafsir), theology and
philosophy. It is particularly useful to examine the translations of
discussions among Muslim scholars over how to interpret key
points of law (such as the issuing of medieval fatwas), or over the
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thorny issue of some of the earlier scholars being out of step with
later Prophetic Traditions that became widely accepted. A
particular strength of this work is its inclusion of Shi`ite texts as
part of its vision—a critical contribution that helps to break up the
overly Sunni-centric tone of so much of the work on the field of
medieval Islamic studies.
From the general overview to the specific implementation: the
case of the Crusades
For scholars and teachers of medieval European history,
one of the most useful topics for integrating an Islamic historical
context is the Crusades. While certain texts that document the
Muslim perspective on the Crusades have gained greater visibility
over the years, such as short excerpts from the memoirs of the
Syrian frontier warrior `Usamah b. al-Munqidh or the pilgrimage
narratives of the Spanish Muslim pilgrim Ibn Jubayr (see below),
there have otherwise been few studies or analyses of primary
source material that depict the Crusading period from a Muslim
perspective. An often-neglected element in the history of events
leading up to the First Crusade are the contemporary developments
amongst the elites of the Seljuq Turkish state that had established
itself throughout the eastern Islamic world to the shores of the
Mediterranean Sea by the mid-eleventh century. The following
works, in particular, can contribute to a fuller understanding of the
context of the First Crusade and its aftermath.
Rashid al-Din b. Tabib (d. 1318), The History of the Seljuq Turks
from the Jami` al-tawarikh: an Ilkhanid Adaptation of the
Saljuq-nama of Zahir al-Din Nishapuri, tr. Kenneth Allin
Luther, ed. Edmund Bosworth (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon,
2001). 189 pages. $85.00.
Despite the placement of this work into a larger universal
history composed by a grand vizier who served the Mongol
Ilkhanid state (1258-1335), the Saljuq-nama, a history of the
origins of the Seljuq state, can contribute invaluable background
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for discussing some of the events cited by Pope Urban II in calling
the First Crusade at Clermont in 1095. In it, we learn of the
difficulties faced by the Seljuq leaders such as Toghril Beg (d.
1063) and Alp Arslan (d. 1072) in consolidating their realm in the
wake of the substantial migratory movements of Turkish-speaking
peoples into the Islamic world from the late tenth century onward.
Since the Seljuqs followed the Central Asian political practice of
bloody tanistry (i.e., the practice of allowing all male relations of
the ruler to contest the throne after his death), and their political
conflicts frequently drew on nomadic peoples beholden only to the
highest bidder, one Seljuq tactic was to send defeated or
problematic groups further westward to settle on the frontiers of
the Islamic world and expend their martial energy there against
non-Muslims (or perhaps more accurately, non-Seljuqs!). These
tactics may fruitfully compare with the elaboration of the “Peace of
God” in the Latin West, where church leaders may have seen an
opportunity at harnessing potentially destructive martial energy
within their own societies to a more promising avenue of religious
and territorial expansion that would not damage the hard-won
stability of western Europe itself. Ironically, the very same
variation of this tactic employed by the Seljuqs in the mid-eleventh
century—a tactic that (somewhat accidentally) led to the Seljuq
victory over the Byzantine army at Manzikert (1071)—may have
triggered the counter-reaction of the Crusades. The interesting
backdrop of Nishapuri’s chronicle may prove enlightening on the
origins of the Crusades themselves.
`Izz al-Din Ibn al-Athir (d. 1233), The Annals of the Saljuq Turks:
Selections from al-Kamil fi’l-Tarikh, tr. D. S. Richards
(London: Routledge-Curzon, 2002). 304 pages. $85.00.
`Izz al-Din Ibn al-Athir (d. 1233), The Chronicle of Ibn al-Athir for
the Crusading Period from al-Kamil fi’l-Tarikh, tr. D. S.
Richards (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2006). 408 pages.
$94.95.
The equally rapid fragmentation of the Seljuq state in the
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wake of its conquest of the Ghaznavid and Buyid states after 1055
is another important contextual point that can be used to more fully
enrich the Islamic context of the First Crusade. For this material,
one can supplement Nishapuri’s chronicle with the far more
detailed chronicle of Ibn al-Athir, whose universal history aspired
to continue the earlier work of Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari (d.
923) up to the author’s own death in 1233. Until fairly recently,
the work of Ibn al-Athir has been neglected by all but specialists,
with translations being devoted to the more formidable but equally
important chronicle of al-Tabari that described the evolution of
Islam, and the caliphates and states that succeeded the Prophet
Muhammad.11 Fortunately, recent translations by Donald S.
Richards have begun to rectify this situation, thereby broadening
our understanding of the Crusades from Muslim perspectives.
While the more recent 2006 volume that extracts the period
of Ibn al-Athir’s chronicle from the First through the eve of the
Second Crusades (1097-1146) seems the more apt choice to the
non-specialist, the Islamic medievalist’s perspective might be more
skeptical about the dating and draw also from the earlier 2002
volume that covers the period from 1029 to 1097, especially its
latter parts. In it, Ibn al-Athir discusses the almost simultaneous
collapse of both the Seljuq and Fatimid states during the period
from 1092 to 1094, which are key events that allow for a greater
understanding of why the initial Frankish invasions were not more
thoroughly contested. In particular, Ibn al-Athir’s discussion of
the near-simultaneous demise of both Sultan Malik-Shah and his
experienced grand vizier Nizam al-Mulk in 1092 (251-65) goes a
long way to explaining the fundamental internal weaknesses of the
Seljuq state. The lack of a proper succession meant that the Seljuq
elites would spend the next thirteen years battling with each other
over the various regions of the Near East rather than paying much
11

Al-Tabari’s history, Tarikh al-rusul wa’l-muluk, was broken into
thirty-nine parts and translated from Arabic into English by various scholars
starting in the 1980s; it was completed piece-by-piece in a chronologicallyuneven fashion between 1985 and 1999 and published by the State University of
New York Press, in their SUNY series in Near Eastern Studies.
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attention to the Crusading forces setting up their bases along the
Mediterranean littoral and northern Mesopotamia, despite pleas
from Muslim subjects in those areas. Likewise, the death of the
long-lived Fatimid Caliph al-Mustansir in 1094 capped a period of
growing anarchy in the Nile Valley and culminated in an internal
schism amongst the Shi`a community that had been dominant in
the political hierarchy there since the tenth century. The sect of the
Nizari Assassins of Alamut, which would have such a devastating
impact on the political life of the Seljuqs and others in the region
affected by the Crusades, would be one consequence of the chain
of events proceeding from the Fatimid schism. A sectarian
movement that would back a failed rival claimant to the Fatimid
throne, the Nizari Shi`a would chart an independent path of their
own making for the next several centuries.
Since these conflicts carry on into the period of the First
Crusade, any non-specialist seeking to understand the Muslim
vision of the historical period will find themselves lacking a good
contextualization of Muslim political life if they start with the
more recently-published volume in the middle of 1097—the
sudden introduction of already-active key figures to the narrative
will prove confusing at best! Still, if both of these recent volumes
are used in conjunction, one can extract from them a sense of the
disorder that prevailed in the various major states of the Muslim
world between 1092 and 1144.
This in turn can benefit students studying the early period
of the Crusades, as they will quickly realize that from a Muslim
perspective, the conflicts between various pretenders to power in
the regions of Syria, Egypt and Mesopotamia take up far more of
the Muslim chronicler’s attention than the activities of the
Crusaders themselves, who presence only intrudes periodically into
the narrative of events. This helps to correct one of the
weaknesses of the earlier work of translation done by Francisco
Gabrieli (see below). In sum, the medieval historian can, with the
help of these materials, pose a provocative question to students and
other scholars: was the success of the First Crusade won on the
battlefields of Antioch and Jerusalem, or was it guaranteed by a
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lack of unity and will in Baghdad and Isfahan?
`Usamah b. Munqidh (d. 1188), An Arab-Syrian Gentleman and
Warrior in the Period of the Crusades: memoirs of
`Usamah ibn Munqidh (Kitab al-I`tibar), tr. Philip K. Hitti,
rev. ed. (New York: Columbia UP, 2000). 265 pages.
$24.00.
A critical work for the study of the Crusades since its first
appearance in the late 1920s, the memoirs of `Usamah b. Munqidh
are, at least initially, as much a source of frustration as a useful
primary source. It is clear that `Usamah’s perspective is valuable;
after all, he represented the membership of a Syrian frontier elite
that on the one hand periodically served with an emerging
constellation of forces that would mold itself into the Ayyubid
Syrian leadership that would generation Salah al-Din (Saladin),
and on the other periodically served the Egyptian Fatimids, and
occasionally even formed temporary alliances to serve with the
Crusaders’ leadership. Despite this diversity in allegiances,
however, a quick skimming of the work’s contents often meets
with a focus on what appears to be trivial matters at the expense of
the historical perspective many modern historians would prefer to
see. For example, `Usamah’s stories of hunting and everyday
pursuits of the petty nobility of the era can be interesting in the
right context, but tell us little or nothing about Muslim-Crusader
relations. In addition, it should be noted that recent studies of
`Usamah’s work have begun to debate the objectivity and value of
many parts of his account that are relevant. Detractors argue that
in some points (especially those related to gender or religious
ideas), the situation of his own historical context would have
dictated a narrative structure aimed for making Crusaders the butt
of jokes and negative stereotypes rather than giving a fully
accurate narrative of the actual course of events.12 Nevertheless,
12

See, for example, Carole Hillenbrand, The Crusades: Islamic
Perspectives (New York: Routledge, 2000), 259-62. A recently published
monograph has also treated `Usamah’s life and work in greater detail; see Paul
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whatever the faults of his work, he represents one of our best
sources for assessing the Muslim perspective of the events of the
Crusades, and on the Occidental Crusaders themselves.
In particular, the seventh and eighth chapters of the work
offer fascinating, if biased insights on the nature of Crusader
society, not all of which betray an overt hostility toward all Franks.
In particular, `Usamah distinguishes between Franks who have
assimilated into the Near Eastern environment and those who are
newcomers and lacking the proper understanding of the diverse
peoples who made up the region’s population. He even discusses
the role that women could play in the Crusades, both as combatants
and as linkages between the two cultural worlds of Muslim and
non-Muslim. In other parts of the narrative that often elude the
scrutiny of the casual reader, we can compare `Usamah’s dealings
with other Muslim powers in the region with his contacts with the
Crusaders themselves—in particular, he is also noted for his
observations on the Egyptian Fatimids, whom he served for almost
a decade. When used carefully, `Usamah’s narratives offer clues
of a world in which at least modest interactions between Muslim
and non-Muslim could take place. However, elements of overt
hostility still suffuse the narrative, especially in matters of religion
and gender morality, and suggest that such contacts were viewed
more as annoying necessities than providers of fruitful gain.
Muhammad b. Ahmad b. Jubayr (d. 1217), The Travels of Ibn
Jubayr, being the chronicles of a medieval Spanish Moor
concerning his journey to the Egypt of Saladin, the holy
cities of Arabia, Baghdad the city of the caliphs, the Latin
kingdom of Jerusalem, and the Norman kingdom of Sicily,
tr. Ronald J.C. Broadhurst (London: J. Cape, 1952). 432
pages. $26.00
While also concerned primarily with other things, most
notably the author’s pilgrimage to Mecca, which was the focus of
M. Cobb, Usama ibn Munqidh: Warrior Poet in the Age of Crusades (Oxford:
Oneworld Publications, 2006).
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the work, Ibn Jubayr’s work sometimes slips off the radar of
modern scholarship, and it should not. In the course of a
pilgrimage from Muslim Spain to the Near East, Ibn Jubayr
traveled on Christian ships bound for the eastern Mediterranean
and leaves us a firsthand witness to life in the various port cities of
the region. While he, like `Usamah b. Munqidh, has his share of
biases about the Occidental population there (most notably in the
form of admiration for the rising star of Salah al-Din in the region
and his actions against the Crusaders), one can also find times, for
instance, where Salah al-Din’s port administration in Egypt
compares rather unfavorably with that of the Crusader-held
Levant. In part, his direct experience with Crusader-controlled
regions was partially due to an attempt to avoid returning to
Egyptian ports to repeat his experiences there! Parts of these
writings can also make for a useful corrective to student
perceptions from other sources that the Crusades were merely a
source of friction and conflict on all fronts. In the regions of Syria
and Lebanon, Ibn Jubayr bears witness to peaceful relations
between Christian rulers and their Muslim subjects, and points out
that Muslim and Christian merchants alike travel freely between
the two regions even in times of war (pp. 300-01, 316-17). At
another point, Ibn Jubayr was the recipient of assistance from the
King of Sicily on his return journey home across the
Mediterranean when he was shipwrecked (pp. 337-38), and this
experience suggests that not all relations between individual
Muslims and Christians were hostile even if their leaders were
consistently in conflict. Therefore, despite its limited coverage
both chronologically (his journey only lasted from 1183 to 1185)
and geographically for the period of the Crusades, Ibn Jubayr’s
narrative still has value for student and scholar alike.
Francisco Gabrieli, Arab Historians of the Crusades, tr. Francisco
Gabrieli and E.J. Costello (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1969). 398 pages. $21.95.
An oft-used historical reference for multiple perspectives
from Muslim witnesses to various periods of the Crusading era is
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this work of translation by Francisco Gabrieli. It still remains an
invaluable reference; however, certain problems attend its
composition. The work is structured in such a way as to give
chronological coherence to the history of the Crusades over the
several centuries of their development. The problem with this, first
of all, is that it does narrative violence to the actual authors
themselves, as one finds they will be directed from chronicler to
chronicler rather than examining the work of each on its own terms
and merits. In addition, one quickly notes that substantial parts of
the original work from which the translation is drawn, such as that
of Ibn al-Athir mentioned previously, has been omitted when it
does not directly pertain to the Crusaders themselves. Moreover,
the work as we have it in English is the product of multiple
translations, as the original Arabic sources were first rendered into
Italian, and thence from Italian to English, which may have led to
some distortions over the course of the process. Nevertheless, if
these problems are taken into account, the work still remains the
only source by which certain Muslim historians of the Crusades
can be accessed, in particular for the later Crusades in Egypt.
In the past, I have found the work of `Imad al-Din alIsfahani (d. 1201), drawn from Gabrieli’s work in various spots, to
be useful as a comparative work to frame against `Usamah b.
Munqidh and Ibn Jubayr. A product of the Muslim religious and
intellectual elite, al-Isfahani’s more polished and elaborate writing
style, combined with his very hostile and one-sided approach to the
Crusaders during the siege of Jerusalem, can demonstrate to
students and scholars alike how accounts from this period have to
be compared with others in order to fully assess their uses and
validity. In fact, the biggest problem with `Imad al-Din al-Isfahani
as a historical source lies in the nature of the Jerusalem victory of
1187 under Salah al-Din; after reading this account, the reader
might be forgiven for assuming an unusually strong Muslim unity
that would carry into the future and drive the Crusaders from their
perches. The post-1187 history, however, does not bear this
interpretation out, as Salah al-Din’s Ayyubid-dynasty descendants
would instead choose to return to the status quo of multiple and
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shifting alliances, as one Ayyubid prince sought to maintain his
local position at the expense of another. The Crusaders would
even regain temporary control of Jerusalem in the first half of the
thirteenth century! Even so, `Imad al-Din’s work adds yet another
perspective that can be useful as a viewpoint on the workings of
religious and intellectual elites at the court of Salah al-Din, who
could be tapped to whip up the furor for anti-Crusader sentiment or
the legitimacy of a local ruler willing to battle the Crusader
menace at a moment’s notice.
It should also be added that another translation by D.S.
Richards of the work of Salah al-Din’s personal secretary, Baha’
al-Din b. Shaddad (d. 1234), has recently become available and
also provides insight on (and sometimes an apologetic for) the
activities of Salah al-Din during the period before and after the
Third Crusade (roughly from the years 1168 to 1193), which
should further supplant the need for sections of Gabrieli’s earlier
work.13 Still, Baha’ al-Din’s account approaches the campaigns of
Salah al-Din primarily from a military perspective. Beyond that, it
is most interesting for its propaganda justification of Salah al-Din’s
actions as exemplary paragons of key Islamic virtues (pp. 18-38).
Carole Hillenbrand, The Crusades: Islamic Perspectives (New
York: Routledge, 2000). 648 pages. $82.50.
Those who still feel uncomfortable approaching primary
sources from the Muslim perspective will benefit immensely from
the various sections of Carole Hillenbrand’s work. Produced to
coincide with the 900th anniversary of the Frankish capture of
Jerusalem during the First Crusade, Hillenbrand’s study provides a
remarkable synthesis of the state of scholarship on the Islamic
historiography of the Crusader period. First of all, she provides a
helpful historical counter-narrative of the history of the Crusades
from a Muslim perspective, and she breaks the history into three
13

Baha’ al-Din b. Shaddad (d. 1234), The Rare and Excellent History
of Saladin, or al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyya wa’l-Mahasin al-Yusufiyya by Baha’ alDin Ibn Shaddad, tr. D.S. Richards (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2002).

180

John J. Curry

key blocks of time. The first, dealing mostly with the short period
of the First Crusade and its aftermath, focuses on the well-known
events but with an emphasis on the reaction of various actors in the
region (or the lack thereof) to the appearance of the Frankish
forces. She then uses Salah al-Din’s accession to power as a
convenient dividing point to discuss the ebb and flow of Muslim
ideological, political and military responses to the Crusades which,
with notable exceptions, were often limited in their scope.
Additional important chapters also deal with reading past the
problematic cultural stereotypes that dominate our sources for the
purpose of examining more thoroughly the realities of social and
religious life during the period. For the military minded, chapters
on the nature of the various military forces and the warfare they
conducted are also useful. The work is also heavily interspersed
with the art history of the period for those seeking visual materials
for classes (a potential reason for the work’s heavy price tag)—
though a criticism should be made that these materials frequently
do not match up with what is being discussed in the text of
Hillenbrand’s work itself.
Conclusion
While this survey can hardly be a comprehensive listing of
all of the available literature for developing a field in Islamic
historiography, it should provide the medieval historian
approaching this set of materials with good starting points for a
quick acquisition of the basic foundations. In addition, one hopes
that the potentially provocative aspects that will be raised by the
greater inclusion of medieval Islamic sources into the teaching
repertoire of comparative medieval histories will shake up the
scholarship on both sides of the divide between European and
Islamic studies. As such, this introductory reference must remain
only a starting point, and one in need of further evolution and
development. Given the improved state of today’s resources,
though, those who take up the challenge will find that the benefits
and rewards will easily outstrip the initial costs.
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